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AN  INTERVIEW  WITH  THE  PRESIDENT 


"Between  1986  and  1990^  we  improved  our  contract  revenue  base  from 
$5  million  to  $20  million.  What  is  there  to  preclude  an  organization  - 
one  that  has  got  itself  in  an  even  higher  state  of  readiness  to  achieve  - 
doing  better  than  that  in  the  years  ahead?^^  -  Dr.  Brian  Barge 

With  just  over  one  year  at  the  helm  as  the  Alberta  Research  CounciVs  seventh  president, 
Dr  Brian  Barge  finds  himself  leading  the  corporation  in  one  of  its  most  challenging  periods. 
Nevertheless,  his  overall  mood  is  one  of  optimism  and  confidence.  Corporate  plan  in  hand, 
Dk  Barge  is  charged  and  ready  to  meet,  head  on,  future  obstacles  and  opportunities. 


He  spoke  to  Newsline  recently 
about  the  past  year's  accomplish- 
ments, his  plans  for  the  future  and 
his  conviction  that  the  Research 
Council  can  and  will  realize  the 
vision  outlined  in  the  corporate 
plan.  Newsline  would  like  to  ac- 
knowledge the  PSA  (Professional 
Staff  Association)  for  the  ques- 
tions contributed  towards  the  in- 
terview. 

His  message  to  staff  is  simple, 
"we  ARE  going  to  win." 

PRESIDENT'S  ROLE 
AND  REWARDS: 

I  see  my  single  most  important 
role  over  this  year  and  the  next 
several  years  as  one  of  condition- 
ing the  Research  Council  so  we 
can  achieve  the  vision  established 
in  the  corporate  plan. 

This  means  I  have  to  under- 
stand and  interpret  the  vision,  interpret  the 
views  of  the  Board  of  Directors  and  vari- 
ous stakeholders,  develop  the  high  level 
systems  that  will  enable  the  corporation  to 
succeed,  and  develop  the  overall  facilitat- 
ing systems  that  will  work  for  staff.  In  the 
end,  however,  it  isn't  the  president  who 
conducts  the  science  and  technology.  The 
president  is  an  enabler  and  has  to  lead  in 
that  enabling  process. 


One  way  I  can  do  this  is  by  moving 
between  cities  and  among  the  different 
communities.  To  me,  this  is  normal  prac- 
tice for  the  president  of  an  Alberta-wide 
organization.  While  we  have  our  head  of- 
fices in  Edmonton,  we  have  a  large  and 
important  staff,  client  and  stakeholder 
constituency  in  Calgary.  I'm  finding  that 
with  the  electronic  mail  systems,  the  cellu- 
lar communications  systems,  fax  systems. 


it  is  less  important  where  I  am. 
Much  more  important  is  what  I  do. 
The  commute  does  tend  to  stress 
slightly  my  physical  being  and  my 
family. 

Having  worked  my  entire  career 
at  the  Alberta  Research  Council,  I 
feel  honored  to  find  myself  as 
president  among  friends  and  col- 
leagues. The  Research  Council  is, 
from  the  president's  perspective, 
truly  outstanding.  When  I  speak  to 
clubs,  groups  and  other  organiza- 
tions around  the  province,  I'm  able 
to  talk  endlessly  about  our  accom- 
plishments. When  I  meet  with  in- 
ternational delegations,  the 
Alberta  Research  Council  is  held 
up  as  an  organization  after  which 
many  would  model  themselves. 


ATTAINING  THE 
CORPORATE  VISION 
-  A  PERSONAL  MISSION: 

Analogy  of  the  corporation  as  an 
athlete: 

The  Research  Council  can  be  compared  to 
an  athlete.  We  have,  for  many  decades, 
participated  in  our  own  sport,  that  sport 
being  support  for  technology-based  indus- 
trial competitiveness.  We  have  an  enviable 
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track  record  in  terms  of  advancing  the 
gross  domestic  product  of  the  province 
(e.g.,  winning  races  and  achieving  in  our 
own  field  of  endeavor). 

But  what  did  we  do  in  1989/90  when  we 
developed  a  vision  to  the  year  2000?  We 
said  at  that  time,  "we  are  a  good  organiza- 
tion, we're  going  to  go  to  the  Olympics  in 
the  year  2000,  and  we're  going  to  win." 

If  we  are  going  to  win  the  Olympics,  we 
have  to  start  training.  We  have  to  get  fit; 
bring  all  of  the  elements  together  so  that 
when  we  arrive  at  the  Olympics  we  will 
actually  win  and  achieve  the  goals  outlined 
in,  "A  Vision  to  the  Year  2000.  " 

I  see  these  years  as  the  first  step  towards 
getting  ready  to  win;  not  just  for  one  day  at 
the  'Olympics',  but  for  many  years  hence. 
The  analogy  is  getting  the  team  together  - 
getting  the  organization  in  a  high  degree  of 
fitness.  Many  of  the  things  I  talk  about  are 
going  to  unfold  over  the  next  few  years. 

A  commitment  to  Total  Quality 
Management  (TQM): 

I  first  spoke  of  my  commitment  to  TQM 
last  September  and,  over  the  next  few 
months,  will  personally  unfold  a  TQM 
process  at  the  Research  Council. 

Of  the  many  definitions  I've  seen,  I  like, 
"a  cooperative  form  of  doing  business  that 
relies  on  the  talents  and  capability  of  both 
staff  and  management  to  improve  continu- 
ally quality  and  productivity  using  teams." 
There  is  a  strong  emphasis  on  doing  things 
right,  the  first  time,  by  individuals  and 
groups  within  the  context  of  a  high  degree 
of  harmony  in  an  organization  -  attaining 
well  defined  goals  and  objectives. 


/  am  intent  on  winning.  We  are 
going  to  adjust  the  systems  and  do 
what's  necessary  to  win.  That  isn 't 
easy,  but  I  am  going  to  take 
personal  responsibility  to  cause 
that  to  happen. 


TQM  is  complex.  There  is  a  high  degree 
of  patience  required.  It  is  a  cooperative 
form  of  doing  business  that  means  continu- 
ally improving  quality  and  productivity  us- 
ing a  team  approach. 

As  a  cautionary  note,  we  must  not  get 
caught  up  in  the  words  total  quality  man- 
agement. We  need  to  get  past  the  words  to 
the  processes  and  the  concepts  -  participa- 
tion and  involvement  by  all.  Every  individ- 
ual has  a  responsibility  in  his  or  her  own 
way  to  work  to  improve  from  what  we  are. 
We  are  not  a  perfect  organization  -  there 
are  no  perfect  organizations.  And  we  all 
have  a  responsibility  to  bring  forward  is- 
sues and  suggestions  to  make  us  better. 

Managing  the  Research 
Council's  cultural  change: 

The  Research  Council  is  in  an  environment 
of  very  significant  change.  For  us  to  suc- 
ceed, we  will  need  to  adapt  to  that  environ- 
ment which  will  cause  our  internal  culture 
and  attitude  to  change.  We  are  setting  the 
tone  for  a  new  culture  at  the  Research 
Council,  one  that  is  appropriate  to  the 
1990s  and  to  winning. 

I  see  moving  in  the  direction  of  a  less 
rigid  hierarchical  structure  and  a  higher 
degree  of  partnerships  and  linkages,  de- 
scribed in  "A  Vision  to  the  Year  2000".  An 
example  is  the  increasing  number  of  inter- 
departmental programs,  which  represent 
linkages  across  department  boundaries, 
such  as  Geographic  Information  Systems, 
pulp  and  paper  research  and  the  recently 
developed  International  Activities  Plan. 

If  we  are  to  assemble  the  team  to  win, 
then  team  members  also  need  to  hold  each 
other  in  the  very  highest  regard,  with  the 
highest  mutual  respect,  all  intent  on 
achieving  their  common  goal. 

I  see  the  compassionate  corporation  as 
one  in  which  we  learn  from  our  interac- 
tions. If  we  have  differences,  we  don't  take 
them  personally,  but  look  at  these  differ- 
ences as  an  opportunity  to  learn  and  build 
from  that  level. 

These  concepts  have  to  do  with  culture 


and  attitudes.  They  are  not  concepts,  there- 
fore, that  are  upon  us  and  accepted  imme- 
diately. It  takes  a  while  for  people  to  adjust 
and  to  realize  their  benefit. 

Measures  of  success  and  return 
on  research  investment: 

Measures  of  success  have  formed  the  basis 
for  many  decisions  over  the  past  year.  We 
have  identified  three  major  measures  of 
success  for  the  Research  Council:  1)  spe- 
cific measures  by  which  we  advance  the 
economy  of  the  province,  2)  measures  that 
deal  with  the  transfer  of  technology  both 
into  and  out  of  the  corporation  and  3) 
measures  of  success  that  have  societal  im- 
pact, such  as  education  and  health  care. 

How  many  lectures  did  our  scientists 
give  in  public  schools  in  Edmonton?  If  we 
did  work  for  a  company,  did  the  company 
improve  its  bottom  line?  The  Research 
Council  doesn't  have  a  bottom  line  in  the 
same  fashion  as  a  company.  Our  success  is 
determined  by  the  success  of  those  who 
receive  our  knowledge. 

There  is  no  doubt  this  is  a  time  of 
change  for  the  Research  Council  - 
one  which  is  challenging  all  of  us 
in  our  managerial,  technological, 
team  and  communications  skills. 


We've  expanded  the  Development  and 
Planning  portfolio.  It  was  once  a  portfolio 
that  dealt  mainly  with  planning,  university 
liaison  and  other  general  activities.  The 
Board  has  agreed  that  this  portfolio  should 
be  revised  to  manage  our  technology  and 
market  the  capabilities  of  the  corporation. 
So,  we  don't  only  plan  now  -  we  plan,  we 
develop  and  manage  technology,  and  we 
exploit  it,  consistent  with  the  interests  of 
our  stakeholders. 
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Under  this  portfolio,  we  have  also  com- 
mitted to  conduct  market  surveys  to  deter- 
mine the  projects  and  activities  with  which 
we  should  be  involved.  To  know  whether 
we  are  effective,  whether  we  have  done 
the  right  thing,  we  need  to  interact  effec- 
tively among  ourselves  and  with  our  cli- 
ents. 

At  a  number  of  presentations  I've  made 
to  Rotary  Clubs  and  other  organizations 
this  past  year,  I've  set  out  very  clearly  how 
those  companies  have  benefitted  from  in- 
volvement with  the  Alberta  Research 
Council.  The  idea  of  follow-up  and  valida- 
tion of  our  work  is  an  important  one. 

If  this  corporation  is  to  succeed,  we 
need  to  be  able  to  describe  our  successes  in 
simple,  understandable  and  quantifiable 
terms.  How  can  a  research  corporation  of 
this  nature  survive  if  people  don't  know 
that  when  they  invest,  they  succeed? 

All  of  us  in  the  corporation  need  to  not 
only  think  about  how  we  are  advancing  the 
economy  of  the  province,  but  also  think  in 
terms  of  selling  our  success  to  others. 

Investment  review  process: 

We  initiated  an  investment  review  process 
to  help  the  Research  Council  determine 
which  projects  or  business  units  would 
most  significantly  advance  the  economy 
of  the  province  and,  thereby,  achieve  the 
goals  of  the  corporation.  It  gave  us  a 
framework  in  which  to  make  decisions 
about  how  we  should  invest  our  grant. 

Departments  were  asked  to  indicate 
how  they  would  invest  the  grant  and  what 
would  be  the  result  of  that  investment.  The 
quality  of  the  work  done  by  departments 
across  the  Research  Council  was  outstand- 
ing. It  gave  us  a  high  level  approach  with 
respect  to  making  decisions  on  programs 
and  projects  at  the  Research  Council.  We 
have  been  able  to  determine  which  busi- 
ness units  should  be  strengthened  and 
which  should  be  weakened. 


Continued  quality  research: 

I  question  any  view  that  says  the  quality  of 
our  work  is  deteriorating.  When  I  look  at 
the  1991  awards  program,  I  see  our  staff 
receiving  best  papers  at  international  con- 
ferences. This  speaks  of  internationally 
recognized  scientists  and  engineers.  I  see 
an  individual.  Dr.  Allan  Legge,  for  exam- 
ple, elected  as  a  fellow  of  the  American 
Association  for  Advancement  of  Science. 
It  does  not  follow  from  these  kinds  of  ex- 
amples that  the  quality  of  our  work  is  dete- 
riorating. 

Every  individual  has  a 
responsibility  in  his  or  her  own 
way  to  work  to  improve  from  what 
we  are.  We  are  not  a  perfect 
organization  -  there  are  no  perfect 
organizations.  And  we  all  have  a 
responsibility  to  bring  forward 
issues  and  suggestions  to  make  us 
better 


We  are  an  organization  that  thrives  on 
research  and  technology  development.  We 
are  building  in  this  corporation  improved 
business  practices,  not  at  the  expense  of 
science  and  technology,  but  rather  to  help 
transfer  and  exploit  this  technology  to  the 
benefit  of  the  province.  It  isn't  moving 
from  one  to  get  the  other.  It  is  building  the 
transfer  capability  to  a  much  greater  de- 
gree. 

It  is  true,  however,  that  there  is  a 
stronger  focus  on  doing  research  in  the 
interest  of  our  clients  rather  than  in  the 
interest  of  ourselves. 


Staff  participation, 
empowerment  and  recognition: 

There  is  significant  room  for  improvement 
in  the  participation  by  staff,  or  groups  of 
staff,  on  corporate  issues.  I  have  a  personal 
commitment  to  this,  as  outlined  in  the  cor- 
porate plan  and  as  I  stated  last  September 
when  I  spoke  to  staff  about  a  critical  need 
for  communication  that  takes  place  more 
often,  is  more  open  and  effective. 

All  of  the  major  initiatives  I've  de- 
scribed imply  a  continuing  focus  on,  and 
attention  to,  participation  by  staff. 

In  the  first  month  of  my  presidency,  I 
formed  the  Human  Resources  Advisory 
Committee,  comprising  representatives 
from  staff,  the  union,  the  PSA  and  man- 
agement. This  is  one  means  by  which  I  see 
getting  staff  input.  That  committee  is  still 
growing  and  needs  to  play  a  more  signifi- 
cant role,  but  it  is  an  example  of  the  kinds 
of  things  we  can  do  to  come  together  on 
important  human  resources  issues. 

The  concept  of  empowerment  talks 
about  a  partnership  or  linkage  in  which 
staff  act  on  behalf  of  the  Research  Council 
in  full  concert  with  others,  but  are  not 
directed  to  do  things.  I  believe  it  is  possi- 
ble to  empower  employees  -  give  them 
headroom  and  an  opportunity  to  grow  and 
do  more  -  by  setting  clear  goals,  by  facili- 
tating team  play  and  effective  communica- 
tion, and  by  understanding  our  levels  of 
trust. 

What  will  bring  the  most  significant 
positive  impact  over  the  longer  term,  how- 
ever, are  shifts  in  culture  and  attitudes  - 
individuals  willing  to  move  forward  and 
take  risks;  individuals  who  understand  that 
failure  is  a  process  by  which  to  learn.  Em- 
powerment is  accomplished  through  much 
higher  levels  of  trust  and  mutual  recogni- 
tion of  capabilities.  It's  within  that  context 
I  believe  we  will  have  the  most  significant 
improvement  in  effectiveness  through  em- 
powerment. 
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I  see,  for  each  of  us,  a  range  of  empow- 
erment on  different  issues.  On  average,  the 
degree  of  empowerment  or  head  room 
should  improve  for  each  of  us.  If  that  is 
accomplished,  I  see  a  corresponding  im- 
provement in  our  performance  and  the  de- 
gree of  satisfaction  we  will  all  have  with 
our  jobs. 

With  respect  to  awards,  merit  pay  and 
performance  appraisals,  there  is  every  dili- 
gence exercised  to  ensure  fairness  and  that 
those  who  receive  awards  or  merit  pay 
increases  deserve  them.  The  ARC  has  an 
awards  process  that  is  recognized  by  our 
Board  of  Directors  to  be  an  outstanding 
process  -  one  that  should  be  continued  in 
every  significant  way.  We  recognize  that 
an  organization  that  celebrates  its  achieve- 
ments is  a  winning  organization. 

We  need  to  improve  continuously  in  the 
area  of  our  human  resources  practices.  I 
have  stated  that  human  resources  matters 
would  receive  my  personal  attention  and 
they  are.  Over  the  course  of  time  we  will 
see  improvements  here.  Indeed,  we  are 
currently  reconsidering  the  performance 
appraisal  process  and  that,  I  know,  has 
received  input  from  many  staff  in  the  cor- 
poration. 

Other  Human  Resources  issues 
receiving  personal  attention: 

Steps  will  be  taken  in  the  near  future  to 
improve  our  recruiting  and  training  prac- 
tices to  ensure  we  have  the  very  best  talent 
available.  Training  must  be  seen  in  the 
context  of  strategic  corporate  significance, 
with  linkages  to  succession  planning,  tech- 
nology and  market  research.  To  have  the 
right  people,  available  for  the  right  tasks  at 
the  right  time,  should  be  an  expectation  of 
the  corporation  and  its  employees.  Skill 
relevance  must  be  addressed  at  all  times. 

The  Skills  Enhancement  Program 
(SEP)  is  one  means  by  which  we  are 
endeavoring  to  equip  appropriately  the 
organization  for  the  future.  SEP  was  un- 


dersubscribed  last  year,  because  it  was  ac- 
cessible to  individuals  where  there  was  a 
target  job  opportunity.  Target  job  opportu- 
nities are  less  plentiful  this  year,  because  of 
the  condition  of  the  external  economy  and 
our  contract  revenues. 

Is  it  adequately  equipped?  Certainly, 
there  is  money  left  over  which  we  intend  to 
use  in  the  coming  year  to  provide  all  staff 
with  training/retraining  and  educational 
opportunities.  This  is  critical  if  the  Re- 
search Council  is  going  to  be  a  full  player 
in  the  1990s. 

/  believe  improved  effectiveness  in 
the  early  part  of  the  1990s,  even 
with  no  growth,  is  what  really 
matters.  Not  how  big  we  are,  but 
how  effective  we  are. 

In  this  time  of  significant  competition, 
performance  is  also  critical.  We  need  to 
improve  the  level  of  our  human  perform- 
ance, not  only  by  the  staff  themselves,  but 
in  terms  of  the  fixed  assets  available  to  the 
organization.  I  intend  to  improve  our  in- 
vestment in  fixed  assets  over  the  next  few 
years. 

And,  we  are  working  to  improve  the 
availabihty  of  working  capital  at  the  Re- 
search Council  and  to  improve  the  ac- 
countability of  management. 

On  achieving  the  corporate 
vision: 

I  anticipate  that  the  economy  in  the  1990s 
will  be  up  and  down.  Regardless  of  that, 
the  effectiveness  of  the  Alberta  Research 
Council  can  and  will  improve.  We  have  a 
very  powerful  vision  and  corporate  plan  in 
front  of  us.  We  are  doing  great  according  to 
all  standards.  We  are  a  very  effective  cor- 
poration, but  we  are  going  to  continue  to 
improve. 


Between  1986  and  1990,  we  improved 
our  contract  revenue  base  from  $5  million 
to  $20  million.  What  is  there  to  preclude  an 
organization  -  one  that  has  got  itself  in  an 
even  higher  state  of  readiness  to  achieve  - 
doing  better  than  that  in  the  years  ahead? 

I'd  also  like  to  point  out  that  we  have  the 
better  part  of  a  decade  remaining  to 
achieve  goals  set  out  in  our  corporate  plan. 
There  is  no  need  to  take  some  kind  of 
kneejerk  reaction  in  1992,  because  of  our 
recent  downsizing.  Hence  my  early  orien- 
tation on  improved  business  practices,  not 
an  early  orientation  on  growth. 

I  believe  improved  effectiveness  in  the 
early  part  of  the  1990s,  even  with  no 
growth,  is  what  really  matters.  Not  how  big 
we  are,  but  how  effective  we  are.  We  will 
be  more  effective  if  we: 

•  continue  to  position  strategically  our 
programs  and  technology 

•  improve  our  fixed  assets  and  working 
capital 

•  improve  our  training/re-training 

•  improve  our  hiring  practices 

•  contract  out  more  of  our  services 

•  implement  total  service/quality 
practices 

There  is  no  doubt  this  is  a  time  of  change 
for  the  Research  Council  -  one  which  is 
challenging  all  of  us  in  our  managerial, 
technological,  team  and  communications 
skills.  If  ARC  2000  is  to  be  a  reality,  we 
must  continue  on  our  journey.  Each  one  of 
us  must  ask  whether  we  are  ready  and  will- 
ing to  face  the  unknown  ahead;  whether 
we  have  the  interest,  skills  and  will  to  play 
our  individual  and  collective  roles.  □ 
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